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Noise and Stories:
N oi s e and S t o r i e s

Poems by John Graves Morris:
Some Affirming Gestures
of Poetic Form
by Helen Maxson
In Thomas Hardy's World War I poem, "I Looked Up From My Writing," a poet
becomes aware as he writes that the moon is gazing in his window. He asks her
what she's doing there, and she replies that she's been scanning the earth to find
the body of a man who killed himself because his son has died in war. She points
out the unfairness of death in war, explaining that the dead soldier had hurt no one,
and then goes on,
And now I am curious to look
Into the blinkered mind
Of one who wants to write a book
In a world of such a kind.
In the poem's final stanza, the moon's skeptical perspective is potent enough for
the poet that he feels shamed by it:
Her temper overwrought me,
And I edged to shun her view,
For I felt assured she thought me
One who should drown him too.

Hel en M a x s o n

We are not sure whether the moon—as the speaker characterizes her—thinks
he should commit suicide because he is a member of the violent human race or
because he is misguided enough to try to commemorate some aspect of human life
in a poem. Perhaps she feels that the poet should be trying to change things rather
than writing about them. Whatever her intention, the moon's comment questions
the value of writing about a world which seems to hold little, if any, redeeming
value. Her question is an old one. Readers of Gulliver's Travels are tempted to
wonder why Swift put effort into an intricate satire which ends with the main
character abandoning the human race completely, so despicable does he find it.
Yet, the sheer volume of imaginative detail in Swift's work testifies to the labor and
sense of purpose that created it. In the poem cited above, Hardy has followed a
consistent rhyme scheme and meter, suggesting that despite the speaker's doubts
about the value of his writing, the author has taken his own seriously enough to craft
it deliberately. The nature of the poem does much to refute the moon's perspective.
John Graves Morris's book of poems Noise and Stories, published in 2008,
enacts a similar irony. Morris, a professor of English at Cameron University in Lawton,
Oklahoma, celebrates in his work the literary traditions in English that have shaped
his art, evoking the work of specific forebears and testing artistic perspectives of
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contemporary poets and teachers, citations of whom introduce his book. Thinking
back to Hardy and Swift when reading Morris's book is a critical move that is much
in keeping with his poetic purposes, even for a study like this one, which mentions
earlier works to evoke moods and experiences rather than to consider those works
in depth. Most of the poems in Noise and Stories probe, with compelling subtlety
and insight, painful situations in the lives of their speakers. Like Hardy's poem and
Swift's satire describe in fatigued and resigned tones a shallow culture in which
nourishing or meaningful experience is rare. Perhaps the "noise" of the book's title
names what the poet sees as the essentially unpleasant, unrewarding nature of
life. And yet to read the book is to spend time in a world made of carefully chosen
words, closely drawn images, compelling feelings. The book's short lines and short
stanzas, the matter-of-fact tones of its words, its crisp and simple diction give us
the impression more of a carefully-laid mosaic than, say, of a fluid and seemingly
spontaneous Renoir. The defining lines that distinguish the poems' observations,
whether of the visual or the philosophical variety, seem clearly drawn. Furthermore,
it is a sign of the care Morris has put into his book that its poems reach both to each
other through verbal and thematic echoes and to the culture beyond Morris's book
through frequent allusions to literature, music, and other artistic works. In various
ways, each poem participates in at least one larger context. Perhaps, in keeping
with the book's title, we can see the rhetoric of its poems as recasting various sorts
of noise as elements of stories that the poems tell together and with other works of
art, possibly softening the noise somewhat. Noise and Stories is a dark book. It is a
thoughtfully crafted book. One way of reading these poems is to study aspects of
their artistry as responses to Hardy's moon and as signs that Morris believes a book
of poems can make a difference in a dark world. Some of the poems ask the same
question the moon does, but all of them answer it, in part, through their formal
qualities as poems, affirming their own power to impose some order on the chaotic
noise of experience and, thereby, to stand up to the difficulties they describe.
It is not a given that artistic form bestows affirmative significance. Critic
David Lodge studies in Hardy's Jude the Obscure the novel's "stone mason geometry,"
a phrase used originally by Proust to name a defining quality of Hardy's novels.
Lodge traces patterns of "recurrence and repetition" in Jude that are much like the
patterns in Morris's book I will trace here, but he finds in them reinforcement of the
novel's unrelievedly pessimistic vision.1 Much of his argument centers on distasteful
and discouraging repetitions in Hardy's novel: the pig's sexual organ that Arabella
throws at Jude and which participates in a series of ugly "cross-references" running
through the book; the series of rude awakenings that interrupt Jude's dreams for
a better future; the biblical allusions that, in their clear irony, offer no redemption
at all.2 Lodge focuses on the moods and tones and meanings that these unifying
patterns carry—they are ugly, rude, and impotent—not on the rhetorical moves, or
"geometry," they make together. Still, it must be said that even if Lodge were to
focus on that rhetoric, as I will with Morris's poems, it would be hard to assert that it
ameliorates a vision as dark as that of Jude the Obscure.
Nonetheless, the consistently thoughtful tone of "I Looked Up From My Writing"—
its convincing evocation of a questioning mind that raises issues rather than resolves
them—makes room for other interpretations of life than the one it has foregrounded,
room to find in its rhetorical gestures independent comments that tell their own
story. Together the poems in Morris's book leave the same sort of space, most of
them studying a particular form of darkness or one speaker's experience, alluding to
other works of art to tell stories larger than their own, but refraining from summing
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up life as a whole. As we will see, even what may be the darkest moment of the
book, the final stanza of "Gut Light and Circuitry," reflects a temporary perspective.3
There is room in the poems' collective vision for Morris's artistry to counter its
prevailing darkness.
In fact, not even the darkness of Jude the Obscure is impenetrable. Bert G.
Hornback, writing of "Hardy's constant disagreement with his critics over the
allegations of pessimism in his work" and Hardy's insistence "to the very end of
his life that he was a meloirist, not a pessimist,"4 would find in the pessimism of
Jude the Obscure a mask. Hornback writes of Hardy's pessimistic voice that it is
an "assumed voice," and that "in his better poems, there is another voice speaking
behind and through the disguise, saying what Hardy could so rarely say right out,
that he feels deeply the wrongs which plague us here, and seeks through pain
for human happiness. When he admits these feelings, as he sometimes does, he
answers all of our troubles with hope—always hope—and life."5 Hornback refers
to neither "I Looked Up From My Writing" nor Jude the Obscure (though he does
refer to other novels despite his focus on Hardy's poems). Still, the reflective and
convincing voice in "I Looked Up From My Writing" seems to affirm Hornback's point
that the poet sometimes let his own voice speak in his poems and that his own
perspective held out hope for a brighter world than the dark one he often described.
If Hornback is right about Hardy's poems, their artistry is one of the most convincing
ways in which they express that hope. The art of Morris's book plays a similar role.
Even when it underscores ugly images, fictional events, or thematic implications,
it simultaneously—and perhaps more eloquently—floats free of them to become,
itself, an actor on the stage and, thereby, a more emphatic influence on the book's
meaning.
Of the thirty-nine poems in Morris's book, despite their precise words and
images, only three have pronounced rhyme schemes, and only one has an entirely
regular rhyme scheme. A logical starting point in a study of Morris's formal artistry,
these rhyming patterns reflect their subjects in some way. The poem entitled
"Poem"6 is one of a few exceptions to the book's dark perspective, idealizing a young
woman while the speaker's rapt gaze on her moonlit body grows increasingly stable
and direct. The match between its subject and its musical but irregular rhymes
points to the same formal artistry found in the darker poems of the book, and its
perspective, like theirs, departs in its own way from what readers might see as
comfortably normal. The changing music of its rhyme scheme (first, a b c a, then, d
e e d, and finally, a stanza in which all four lines end in an "n" sound) gives form to
"the tune alive" that the beloved suggests in the second verse and "the moonlight's
pale music on [her] bare skin" of the last line. More consistent rhymes might miss
the mark in this poem: moonlight, after all, can flicker when a breeze stirs the leaves,
and there is a suggestion of breeze in the motion of the shirt that has been covering
the woman's body:
Against, away, and up, seldom at rest,
unbuttoned, your button-down shirt as you walk
undulates and billow, aspiring to cover,
uncover again the blue night's breast.
Too, there is a change of tone in the final verse for which the softened music
of the "n" sounds seems appropriate: we are told that, as compared with earlier
moments in that evening's rendezvous, those at the end of the poem offer a little
more darkness, "stilled motion," less aspiration, and no sound. As the speaker's gaze
stabilizes, his reaction to his lover is a bit more cerebral, slightly less musical, than it
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was in the first two stanzas; the speaker ponders the beloved's "sublunary perfection,"
describing its music in abstract terms: "I stare at more sublunary perfection / the
moonlight's pale music on your bare skin." Reading these lines, we remember a
customary association of the moon with the less than ideal, which ideal is associated
with the sun. We remember, that is, the moon's association with time and change,
its phases, its participation in the changing tides of the sea; and we remember its
association with darkness.7 In light of these perspectives on the moon, the speaker's
oxymoron "sublunary perfection" suggests a growing infatuation, a muting of reality
that is reflected in the ending "n" sounds of the poem's final lines.
Another of the book's three rhyming poems, "Another Inscrutable House,"8shows
this correspondence between message and form. It describes a house whose "corner
angles / do not meet exactly," whose "broad trendless garden's face" is, despite the
missing regularity of a trend, "a baker's tray of woods-lit sumac tarts." The house is
orderly and disorderly at once. It experiences "constant rain," but reflects the musical
impulses in "Coltrane's sunshine saxophone tirade." It is "warmly cul-de-sacked / in
Romance," thus reflecting the orderliness of literary tradition. At the same time, it
is a "wilderness" and, hence, "inscrutable." Morris introduces the poem with the
phrase John Lennon used to count out beats leading into the song "A Day in the
Life"—"Sugarplum fairy, sugarplum fairy"—bestowing upon it the song's portraits
of a car accident, a war, and potholes in England the orders of rhythm and idealizing
fantasy. We notice that Morris's poem has a sonnet's form, but the rhyme scheme
of each verse changes in the next. In this inscrutable poem, the slightly inconsistent
form closely reflects its subject, a house that is askew. In fact, if we see the poem
as a kind of house (as the title invites us to do), perhaps it answers Hardy's moon by
seeing poetry as an imperfect sanctuary, the best we can do in a world that won't
add up, and, as the last verse says, "A force to kink the cogs of dailyness, / drudgery,
loss: a house, a wilderness." Perhaps one writes dark poems, first, because one is
honest, and second, because an honestly skewed poem—though an inscrutable
wilderness to the reader—retains the dignity of clear-sightedness, departing from
the mechanistic cogs, the falsifying 90 degree angles, of what is commonly deemed
"normal" in everyday life. Employing a changing rhyme scheme to depart from
perfect form, the poem suggests that faithfully representing even the inscrutably
irregular is a way of being equal to it.
With similar though darker irony, the poem in the book with the most regular
rhyme scheme, "Gut Light and Circuitry: Another Meditation about Content and
Form,"9confronts an emphatic lack of faith in the value of poetic form and, ultimately,
a bitter skepticism about human endeavor in general. Since that skepticism is
associated with the all-encompassing sadness of a grieving speaker, a poet, we
hesitate to see it as the poem's final word on either artistry or life. Indeed, the
poem invites us to attribute the rhyme scheme's formal dignity to the respect and
affection the author himself holds for his mother, whose life and death, in 2003, are
commemorated in the poem's opening inscription. The speaker's grief is a wilderness
that Morris understands, but in this poem the author is not drawn to an alternative
state of mind, as he is with the inscrutable house or the moonlight on the skin of his
speaker's beloved. "Gut Light and Circuitry" does explore a marginal frame of mind,
but the author's artistry suggests that the poem has already moved beyond it to a
faith the speaker cannot share.
Initially, the poem underscores its title's cynical suggestion, in the phrase
"Another Meditation," that the speaker's thoughts are old, exhausted, and without
consequence. He sees a torn windsock filling briefly with wind and associates it, first,

westview 3 7

Helen Maxson

N o is e and S t o r i e s

with the tumor that has recently killed his mother; second, with an unwritten poem
that might express the swelling sorrow he feels at her death; and third, with any
poem that strives to reflect a poet's uncrafted feelings (or, as the cynical title puts it,
gut light) by letting them take their own shape in words. In the speaker's mind, the
poetic alternative to gut light is the "wattage" with which verbal effects like rhythm
and rhyme express a poet's feelings, giving them the brightness that circuitry brings
to otherwise dark and separate bulbs. One suggestion this imagery makes is that
the eloquence of feelings, like the light of bulbs, is a potential quality that only needs
strategic systems like rhythm and rhyme (or circuitry) to be perceived. Without that
artful treatment, a poet's feelings are, in the mind of the speaker, like the tumor
that killed his mother or the unexpressed sorrow with which he, like the filled
windsock, is "round" or ill. In keeping with this perspective, the speaker likens to a
naive dream his childhood faith that feelings will generate their own poetic visibility,
using ironically well-crafted onomatopoeia to liken the power of free verse to the
power of a locomotive, and the natural music inherent in feeling to the locomotive's
steam: "its puff after apter puff in a chain / of expressionistic luster I could see."
The grieving poet remembers, even as he rejects, the notion that the writing of free
verse, the expression of "raw feeling's sparks without form" can ease the suffering
that generates it.
But the poem goes on to doubt that even highly-crafted art plays a benign role
in human existence: "The horror of the world has welled intact / from its grace." The
word "wells" evokes the windsock that "belled" with wind in the first stanza, the
"moment's tumor" and "sorrow" that bring to mind the poet's mother's death. If
well-crafted art embodies the world's "grace," then the horror of the world that "has
welled intact" from that grace disqualifies art as a blessing. In the end the speaker
implies that neither free verse nor verse taking a traditional form encourages hope
that human efforts, poetic or otherwise, can alleviate the dark aspects of our
lives. To illustrate his point that grace gives rise to horror, the speaker likens his
mother's final condition to that of the screaming woman in Munch's painting The
Scream, in which the scenery behind her takes its shape from her round mouth,
surrounding her with her own pain. As a landmark in the world's artistic history, the
painting might be considered a facet of its grace, yet it portrays the world's horror.
The speaker envisions his mother's death in terms of Munch's painting, casting his
mother's "coughing, sputtering labor to breathe" as "the focal point of this dim,
tiny room" that is encircled by TV voices discussing gloom and war like a "wreath
/ of braided hopes unraveled by a new fear / and expelled by swelled lungs and
skipping heart / into a scattered dormancy." In the mind of the speaker, the illnesses
of humanity surround his dying mother, shaped by her illness as her illness is shaped
by a painting. In the end, the poet's sorrow, the dark light of his gut, shapes the
world of the poem into a world of misery. However, the formal qualities of artistic
grace would have helped this speaker no more than the shape of Munch's screaming
mouth helped Munch's screaming woman.
In the poem's final verse, the locomotive that the child poet associated with the
power of free verse becomes the train that grieving adult associates with death,
which all must face. As Diabolus, a destroyer of mythic dimensions, the train makes
moot the issue of poetic form by dismantling the dichotomies on which it rests:
Closer to ash, Mother's eyes saucer, and time
Blasts Diabolus, its steaming train's rush
at the rest of us commuters: a crush
of all discord and light, darkness and rhyme.
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Even the sense-making structure of logical opposition is lost in the final
commonality of death.
And yet, even this dark poem cannot dispel the affirmations of Morris's dark
book. As readers, we can dismiss neither the music of the poem's rhymes nor their
suggestion that formal poetic circuitry can impose order on whatever disorderly crush
it describes. Referring to his mother's final experience, the parts of her body, and her
environment, the speaker tells us that "Each part / withers outside meter's enclosing
sphere." Perhaps this is the voice of the poem's author who, having lived out his own
grief, can choose wattage and circuitry over gut light, the grace of rhyme over horror.
Like Hardy's poem, this one both asserts and refutes the moon's skepticism. Like the
rhymes that portray Morris's infatuated lover and inscrutable house, the rhymes of
this poem enact the story they tell, though in this case they suggest only its unhappy
ending. Both the ironies and the rhymes of Morris's book assert the author's faith in
the value and potency of his work.
Poems that don't rhyme are likely to use elements of form that are more subtle
than rhyme, particularly if the rhythms of their words seem more conversational and
naturally occurring than deliberately crafted. Most of the poems in Morris's book
are of this variety. An aspect of this subtle artistry lies in the poems' line breaks,
each one bringing innuendo to a speaker's voice. As each line ends, whether in mid
thought or at the end of a sentence, we register that ending, perhaps unconsciously,
developing our sense of the poem's shape. The first two lines of Morris's poem
"Middle of February"10end with images that, by virtue of their positions in the lines,
are emphasized in the mind of the reader: "What sweet fruit the moon / through my
bedroom window." The first line plants the moon, intriguingly conjured as a sweet
fruit, center stage in our imaginings. The second line, coming to rest on the period
after "window," builds around the speaker's perceptions the qualifying framework of
perspective: they are seen through a window that creates a certain angle of vision.
The third line in the stanza ends in mid-phrase, flowing into the next line: "its oval
cooling and morning's / metal revisiting my dry mouth." The split mid-sentence
between "morning's" and "metal" might reflect a hesitation on the part of the
speaker to arrive at the ambiguous, possibly harsh word "metal." At the same time, it
might suggest an ironic continuity between the two lines created by the phrase that
is split between them, some impulse in the speaker to combine what is customarily
separated—the coolness of morning and metal. The next, and last, line of the stanza
is a self-contained adverbial phrase, the end of which ends the sentence: "seconds
after I turn off the alarm." The structure and position of that line might suggest
to readers an alien intrusion, an end to dreaming, that the full sense of the line
undercuts: despite the jolt of the alarm at the end of the line, the speaker is still
gazing at his sweet fruit seconds after the alarm is silenced. The shocks of reality may
not carry much weight in this speaker's world. Whatever the case, what individual
readers hear in the adjacent lines will depend on their own sense-making instincts,
which depend largely on the personality and experiences each reader brings to the
poem. Still, the poet sets up the reading experience by breaking the lines where he
does, a process which is not part of the writing of prose. The partnership between
a poet's shaping touches and a reader's sense-making shades the meaning of all
poems. In the bridges it builds, it is another version of the ameliorative power rhyme
can affirm in dark poems. In fact, in Morris's artistry, bridges of several kinds can
ease the separateness or isolation that several forms of the book's darkness entail.
Many of the poems in Noise and Stories explore the personal, sometimes
abnormally heightened or idiosyncratic, experience of one individual. We have seen
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in "Poem" an association between moonlight and the infatuation of the speaker.
Similarly, "Middle of February" associates the moon with a state of mind that
departs from features of the customary, features like 90 degree angles in buildings
we build or (as we will see) the demands of gravity. In the first stanza (as we have
already seen), the speaker delights in the moon that has yet to set when he turns
off his morning's alarm clock, and he expresses his delight in details like the moon s
"oval cooling and morning's / metal revisiting [his] dry mouth." We wonder if he
has a fever that needs cooling or a hangover that is drying his mouth. Something
seems askew, and the next verse reinforces that impression by suggesting a sinister,
inescapable quality to the moon. For the speaker, it is:
A coarse familiar face,
a map I am unable to refold,
its reflected 0 the province
I did not ask directions to.
The fact that the moon is simply a reflection of the sun and not a light in itself,
the fact that the speaker simply finds himself in its province without having wanted
to be there, the fact that he is unable to leave it: these details underscore our sense
that his state of mind is somehow irregular. In fact, some details of the speaker's
day are described in images that physically reverse the events they describe, as if
they were happening in a mirror. As he starts his car, he sees in his rear view mirror
a cat that has been keeping warm near its engine and is now "scurrying inversely"
as it escapes. At the same time, he sees that ". .. in pools of rainwater, / tree limbs
grow away from the sky / as twilight thickens and swells." We sense that he is not
comfortable living in a world that defies gravity. In the last stanza, he confirms his
distress: "Even in reflection, / the moon is nothing to howl at; / why can't I stop?"
The pun on "reflection" here—it is both a natural phenomenon of light as well as
a mode of thought—heightens our sense of his inverted perspective. We wonder
if the speaker's existence in a reflected world suggests that the perspective of a
poet, whose work presents his personal take on reality rather than reality itself, is
always idiosyncratic even at its most normal. His howling at the moon confirms
that it partakes of a wilderness rather than a more civilized, deliberately-structured
context. Other lines in the poem find metaphors in breath, flowers, and clouds,
more tokens of the wild, the natural, and the organic as opposed to the constructed.
Many of the poems in Morris's book portray this distance from some
culturally-shared norm. In fact, whether as vacation wilderness or as compulsive
howling, the distance repeatedly offers reasons to write that Hardy's moon does not
know of. However, Hardy himself, choosing to explore the mind of his speaker by
having him shun the moon's gaze, shows that he was aware of them, and Morris's
book seems to act on them as well. Taking the mind as a world in itself—its need
to idealize, its penchant for obtuse angles, its capacity to lose its balance—Morris
depicts terrain that can isolate. His book is a study of human relationships, most of
its poems portraying a facet of interpersonal dynamics as one individual has known
it. The book is not optimistic about human relationships. However, each poem, as
its artistry and its story engage the reader, affirms the importance of telling its story
and, in so doing, works against its own pessimism. Although the book as a whole
suggests that its speakers and its readers have known much isolation, some of the
circuitry that brings light to its poems shows Morris's faith that such a book, by
engendering connection of one sort or another, can alleviate their loneliness.
A fabric of repeated motifs and frequent allusions, tying each poem to other
works both in the book and beyond it, works with artistic features like those we have
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examined to shape the poems and unify the book. If we think of the book's rhetoric—
its linking repetitions and allusive gestures—as an element of its form, we can see
the book as a meditation on form and content that affirms these connections as a
potent expressive network. One of the book's recurring motifs appears in "Poem,"11
the portrait of infatuation in which the speaker studies his beloved in the moonlight.
Midway in that meditation, he thinks of his beloved as a moth drawn to the light of
the moon. She is "a sentient moth a circle perfect light: that lucent, musing, lambent,
marmoreal 0." The *0" here evokes a marble-seeming moon; the title of the poem
links the envisioning of a beloved to the imaginings of writing poetry. In another of
the poems, "Middle of February," the moon's "reflected O" evokes for the speaker
a "province / I did not ask directions to." In the echoing between the two poems,
the connection between the moon and the writing of poetry is reinforced, as is each
poem's connection to Hardy's "I Looked Up From My Writing." In several ways, the
power of the moon links Morris's two poems and turns each one into a comment
on the other. As a result, the infatuation of the lover and the howling of the poet
become kindred conditions. When we extend this connection to the round mouths
of Munch's screaming woman and the dying mother in "Gut Light and Circuitry,"
love, writing, and suffering come to be different aspects of the same experience,
each linked, it seems, to a different stage of life.
In linkings like these, the book repeats vivid words or images like "pretzel,"
"slather," and "blue night," the sky's blue, a metallic taste, rising and falling, cigarette
smoking, and stars. Sexual desire and images of women's breasts figure in several of
the poems. Even patterns of logic serve to unify the book. For example, confessions
of inadequacy on the part of a speaker who does not have the resources to pay off
a painful debt or cost are a recurrent ending, remaking each other in circumstances
that vary from one poem to another. One young man describes the experience of
losing his better judgment to drinks in a club:
the pulse and the light
and the smell having rushed
into my blood, a better,
more honest heartbeat,
the nagging in my head bound,
gagged, and held for a ransom
I will not be able to pay tonight.12
Another speaker, feeling depressed and inadequate, likens himself to famous
musicians who struggled with alcohol and drugs; trying to build his own sense of
stature, he tellingly picks models, like Miles Davis, who had failed to resolve their
own problems:
Embracing his father, all Davis thought
about was the trumpet he wanted
to play to make up for years
he had wasted, fight the fight
with himself he knew music
could never really win.13
Another man remembers the childhood pain of realizing, after pulling a cruel
classroom prank that he will not be able to avoid the disappointment he will see in
his mother's eyes:
I kept glancing at the telephone,
trying to imagine how to wheedle
my way out of this whopper and replace
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and fingering two pennies as if I could
rub them into enough change to buy
all the six-ounce bottles I would need
to quench my increasingly unbearable thirst.14
With similar inadequacy, one reminiscent adult realizes how much anguished
decision-making he brought to his divorced mother through his own misbehavior as
a child:
How many moments will you spend
engaged in such a dark conference
with the future? How good
can I ever be to have deserved it?15
Changing the means of payment from good judgment and self-control, to self
esteem, to money (as a metaphor for maternal approval), to good behavior, these
endings create in the book a fairly consistent psychological and emotional type. We
can read each echo as both reinforcement and qualification of the other passages it
evokes.
Morris's frequent allusions to works outside the book might seem, at first, to
scatter its focus, but in the end (and ironically), they unify it tightly. The allusions
take several forms. The book begins with quotations from three contemporary poets
and a Professor of English as perspectives from which to consider its contents. A
few of the poems begin with quotations. Besides alluding directly to the 1942 film
of the same title, the poem "Holiday Inn" begins with two phrases, one from Cole
Porter—"The change from major to minor," and the other from The Beatles—"I read
the news today, oh boy."16 Another poem begins with lines from Neil Diamond:
"She would ache for love / and get but stones. . ."17 Two of Morris's poems evoke
American poet Robert Frost, one by weaving a well-known phrase from "Mending
Wall" into a speaker's words: "Something there is has gashed / holes here in the
sidewalks and curbs,"18 and the other by referring to a famous documentary about
Frost while commemorating Morris's father: "Perhaps you had a lover's quarrel /
with the world .. ."19 One poem corrects Dickinson's phrase "a certain slant of light":
"Not a certain slant, but a swath, / of light and with honey's texture."20 Talking of
the Christmas season and Christ's first coming to the earth, one poem reaches,
through poet Mark Doty21 to Yeats's "The Second Coming": ". . . Green clumps / of
mistletoe winked afterthoughts . . . as leaves swirled on the ground / & the season
slouched toward dark."22 Other allusions involve simply mentioning famous names
like Richard Burton, the play Becket, and the musical piece by Debussey, "Claire de
Lune," among many others.
Among readers of poetry, it is common practice to extend the reinforcement
and qualification of an allusion to the meanings of both the alluding text and the
earlier one. The customary analysis of allusion and echo on the part of Morris's
reader is appropriate to this book. However, it is important to say that at first glance,
a number of the book's allusions seem to lack any relevance to the alluding texts,
as though the gestures of referring are as important in themselves as whatever
meanings they bring to Morris's poems. In fact, this assignment of importance goes
to the heart of Morris's project: in this dark book, acts of reaching out can be agents
of redemption.
If, in this study of Morris's book, it is appropriate to think back to the gaze of
Hardy's moon on a working poet, it is similarly appropriate to think back to a moon
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created by Dylan Thomas that also sheds light on the value of poetry. Thomas's
poem, "In My Craft or Sullen Art," evokes both Hardy's moon and Morris's answer to
it.
In my craft or sullen art
Exercised in the still night
When only the moon rages
And the lovers lie abed
With all their griefs in their arms,
I labour by singing light
Not for ambition or bread
Or the strut and trade of charms
On ivory stages
But for the common wages
Of their most secret heart.
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Not for the proud man apart
From the raging moon I write
On these spindrift pages
Not for the towering dead
With their nightingales and psalms
But for the lovers, their arms
Round the griefs of the ages,
Who pay no praise or wages
No heed my craft or art.23
The poem expresses Thomas's dedication as a writer to the raging, singing moon.
Like the poems of Morris, it presents a dark view of life, certain that the embracing
arms of lovers hold griefs, not joys. In light of these parallels, we might think of
Morris's echoes and allusions as kin to Thomas's lovers who reach beyond themselves
to each other in order to break the isolation of their dark lives. Perhaps we can
see them as kin, too, to the lovers in Arnold's "Dover Beach," who, even though
they are under a moon that "lies fair / Upon the straits," are nonetheless hearing an
"eternal note of sadness" in the waves on a beach and reach to each other as the
only possible "joy" or "help for pain": "Ah, love, let us be true / To one another!"
If we read Morris's allusive book in terms of connections like these, it offers to its
readers comfort, empathy, and advice on coping with isolation and struggle.
The recurrent motif that appears most frequently in Morris's book is that
of breath and breathing. In some poems, a struggling person's breath is rasping or
labored or filled with tobacco smoke. In others, the imagery of breathing suggests
self-expression of one sort or another. In the poem, "Braille," breath and wind involve
a forgetting of one kind of knowledge and the learning of another:
All we know is forgotten
in breath, but pear trees
under streetlights last night
inspired and exfoliated
white secrets, smoke
signals from another world.
How much have we forgotten
by breathing and rebreathing air
as if it would always be
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the same?
A sudden gust of wind
& even the telephone lines
are riding the sway of language,
24
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The imagery of breath and breathing in this poem invites us to see it as a study of
being alive and of the writing of poetry. The frequency with which we see the theme
in the poems seems almost to give a breathing rhythm to the book as a whole. Still,
one poem uses the theme in a scene which stands out in the book, creating a sort of
center to which all the other scenes connect, if only by contrast. The scene appears
roughly at the center of the book. In the lengthy poem, "Holiday Inn," there are
scenes of strikingly painful violence as well as struggling breath. Still, the world of
the poem grows more peaceful as stanza follows stanza into the darkness of dusk
and night, progression of which ironically lightens the tone of the poem. At the
end of the poem, the troubled speaker sits down in a dark theatre and watches the
audience, not the movie. The passage is probably the most positive in the book;
there is no irony in the comfort the speaker finds in the situation he describes. In
fact, the passage seems almost to belong in another book, and it is easy to see it as
some kind of touchstone in this one, an affirmation of something the world of the
book needs more of, that something presented as if it were almost commonplace.
The speaker describes two figures in the audience at the theatre:
Five rows below me,
a small boy has fallen asleep
in his father's arms,
his head propped against a shoulder,
his mouth a purple smear,
his back rising and falling.
Sitting till the end of the movie,
I watch only this boy as he sleeps
and the father who absently strokes his back.
It is only a moment,
but as long as this moment lasts,
I will be breathing with them.25
Even though this scene takes place at night and in a dark room, the arms that hold
the child provide peace. If, like the other holding arms we have considered, they also
provide solace and protection, it is against sadness and danger that are yet to come,
not against threats to present well-being. It is a scene of intimacy between father
and son, as well as between them and the speaker. They are all breathing together.
In fact, we wonder if the audience in its darkness, safely watching calamities in a film
rather than living them out themselves, are all breathing together, studied by the
speaker until he narrows his focus to the child. If so, the scene offers respite from
the darkness of the book, redefining it as something that connection can penetrate
and ease.
The poem's frequent mention of words and language encourages us to see the
speaker in this scene as a writer. Perhaps the connections between father, child, and
poet suggest an unconscious goal of the failed or shallow relationships described
in Morris's poems. Perhaps they suggest the conversation, the breathing together,
effected between Morris's poems and the other works to which they reach through
his echoes and allusions. Perhaps, for us, they explain why, in Hardy's poem, a man
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would kill himself because his son has died in war and why Hardy would write "I
Looked Up from my Writing," despite his speaker's embarrassment about his own
poem. Perhaps Swift, unlike Gulliver, felt that disappointment assumes a missing
satisfaction that is worth working for. In this scene, Morris depicts one form that this
satisfaction might take and lets his poet take part in it, portraying a central goal of
the book.
Endnotes
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1. Lodge, 195.
2. Lodge, 200.
3. Morris, 48.
4. Hornback, 56.
5. Hornback, 56.
6. Morris, 66.
7. Perhaps we think of the opening lines of Shelley's poem "Mutability," which
can be read as a lament about human life:
We are as clouds that veil the midnight moon;
How restlessly they speed, and gleam, and quiver,
Streaking the darkness radiantly!—yet soon
Night closes round, and they are lost for ever:
Strictly speaking, Shelley is describing the clouds here, not the moon, and
certainly the sun disappears every night. But the moon's veiled light, and the
darkness surrounding it, dominate his illustration of transience.
Or, reading Morris's lines about "sublunary perfection" may evoke a sense of the
moon found in Indian astrology and enunciated on-line by Therese Hamilton in the
webpage "The Zodiac of the Stars":
And what of the Moon ? In India the Moon is said to rule the senses
and emotions. This is not so very different from the western view of the
Moon. In India the Moon is said to be fickle and changeable. Emotions
change and fluctuate as our thoughts and attitudes change. Emotions
vary with the circumstances of our lives, and with the positive or
negative ways we perceive other people as treating us.
Astronomically, the Moon we observe each night is cyclic. It waxes
and wanes and finally disappears each month before it is reborn again.
If it were not for the light of the Sun, we would not be able to see
the Moon at all. This is why the principle of reflection belongs to the
astrological Moon. (Hamilton)
8. Morris, 90.
9. Morris, 47.
10. Morris, 70.
11. Morris, 66.
12. Morris, "The Speed of Desire," 26.
13. Morris, "As Bad as Achilles," 53.
14. Morris, "Forgive Us Our Debts," 13.
15. Morris, "That Summer Afternoon, Those Offices," 63.
16. Morris, 35.
17. Morris, 31.
18. Morris, 49.
19. Morris, 56.
20. Morris, 31.
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21. Doty, 122.
22. Morris, 88.
23. Thomas, 142.
24. Morris, 86.
25. Morris, 42.
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